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Recently we have been talking a great deal about our buildings, the physical spaces our immediate 

community inhabits. Conversations about necessary restorations and repairs. The conversations have 

been informative, sometimes challenging, one recurring theme that is at the root of some of those 

challenges, especially when speaking about this sanctuary, is that of our history. We love our church's 

rich history, we love to wax poetic about Harriet Beecher Stowe and the vision she had as she sat in 

pew 23 during a communion service. This was the vision that would become central to Uncle Tom's 

Cabin, the novel that, the story goes, led Abraham Lincoln to address her as, “the little lady that started 

the war”. He was referring, of course, to the Civil War. Which brings us to Joshua Chamberlain. Joshua 

Chamberlain, hero of the Civil War, Bangor Theological graduate, a Bowdoin College professor. He 

was married right here in our sanctuary. He donated the window behind me in honor of his 

father-in-law Dr. Adams. In our reading today Paul is addressing the Corinthian church regarding a 

promise that they had made to help fund the historic church in Jerusalem. In the verses just prior to 

what we heard this morning, Paul has extolled the grace that was given to the church in Macedonia as if 

to encourage, or perhaps to challenge the church in Corinth. He writes, “for during a severe ordeal of 

affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on 

their part. For, as I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and even beyond their 

means, begging us earnestly for the privilege of sharing in this ministry.” He then offered the words of 

praise to the Corinthians, as we heard. “Now as you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in 

knowledge, in utmost eagerness, and in our love for you—so we want you to excel also in this generous 

undertaking.” Paul was not just speaking of them funding the building of the physical church in 

Jerusalem, but also of the church community, for early Christian communities were encouraged to 

share all that they had that none would want, that all would be equal. Paul especially strove to unify the 

church through this communal sharing of gifts and wealth. Again as we heard this morning, “Our desire 

is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality.” Paul 

trusts them to excel in this grace of giving, and he was holding them to it, knowing that the grace of 

Jesus Christ had shown the way that they as Christians were to follow. Paul's use of the Greek word 

“charis”, which we translate here as grace, he uses a great deal throughout chapters 8 and 9 of 2nd 

Corinthians. He uses it to refer to God's grace, Christ's grace and to refer to the generosity that 

overflows in us as a product of divine grace. For those of us who have been baptized, confirmed or 



received into the church as a new member, we are asked by the pastor: “Do you promise, according to 

the grace given to you, to grow in the Christian faith and to be a faithful member of the church of Jesus 

Christ, celebrating Christ's presence and furthering Christ's mission in all the world?” To which we 

were to answer, “I promise, with the help of God”.  We make these promises and come together as 

community to worship and pray, as it has been throughout Christian history and continues to be.  

A week and a half ago a group of people came together to pray. Dylann Roof was with them as they 

gathered in the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal church in Charleston, South Carolina. He sat 

with church members for an hour during a prayer meeting before opening fire on them, reloading five 

times, murdering nine people in all. One church member, her name was Felicia Sanders, had to tell her 

five-year old granddaughter to play dead—they survived. This terrorist attack of a white supremacist is 

just one attack in a long line of attacks on historically black churches. In the case of Emanuel AME, a 

church which was established two hundred years ago (in 1816), it is far from the first. The  first was 

just six short years after they opened their doors (in 1822) when whites burnt it to the ground. They 

rebuilt and have been witnessing to Christ's Love and mission ever since.  

 Once again the racism that is endemic in our society has reared its ugly head. Kelley Baker in this 

week's BTS Center's blog wrote, “Out of respect for their lives and deaths, white Americans must force 

ourselves to acknowledge that such violence is not an artifact of the past. It is also alive and well in the 

present. The Charleston shooting shows us that this particular form of suffering is with us still. In 

response, we must look closely at how our society treats black lives.”  

It was the helplessness that felt worst for me. The feeling that something needed to be done but 

what or how was completely beyond my comprehension. And I as thought back over the history of our 

church, I thought of course of the time that Martin Luther King stood in this very pulpit.  

Many of us know this story. We know the story of how Dr. King came at the invite of the Bowdoin 

Political Forum, a non-partisan student organization in May 1964. The Bowdoin Political Forum was a 

non-partisan student group. Dr. Martin Luther King stood here addressing a crowd of eleven-hundred 

people and at the end a student named Wayne Burton asked him, “What did all he was saying have to 

do with him?” Dr. King replied, “If your conscience stops at the border of Maine then you are less than 

who you should be.” And the sad truth is that we don't even need to go outside the border of Maine to 

bear witness to racism. As recently as April of this year a market in Portland was scrawled with graffiti. 

The market was owned by a Somali immigrant. The police deemed it a hate crime. The perpetrator has 

yet to be found. Kelly Baker, again: “What, then, should churches do in these moments of massacre? 



What obligation do white churches, in particular, have to this terrible event? Tears must transform into 

action and accountability. The task, now, is to confront the systems of white supremacy in our lives and 

figure out how to raze them to the ground.” 

This morning we heard how Paul reminded the Corinthian church of their promises and of how the 

grace of Jesus Christ would be with them as they worked to fulfill those promises. We remembered, too, 

the promises that many of us have made as members of First Parish Church and perhaps similar 

promises as members of other churches. If you'd like to pick up the New Century Hymnal and turn to 

page 45 you can see, there it is. Under the questions for the candidates, the final one, ¾ of the way 

down the page, reads, “Do you promise, according to the grace given to you, to grow in the Christian 

faith and to be a faithful member of the church of Jesus Christ, celebrating Christ's presence and 

furthering Christ's mission in all the world?”   If so, please answer, 'I will with the help of God'.” I'd 

like us to think really seriously about that. I do not confess to know exactly what is meant by  

“Furthering Christ's mission in all the world” but I do know this, that with the grace given to me by 

Christ, with the grace given to all of us, we can find the way.  

And I do know that when Jesus was asked what we should do he answered with this: “And you 

shall love the Lord your God with all your mind, and all your heart and all your strength. The second is, 

you shall love your neighbor as yourself. There is no other commandment greater than these.” Mark 

12:30-31 Love our God and love our neighbor. The time for tears and hand wringing is past. It is time 

to confront the racism that should be a ghost of the past but instead is a very real demon in our midst. It 

is time to continue the work of those who came before us, of Harriet Beecher Stowe, of Dr. Martin 

Luther King. It is time to make sure that we show honor to the memory of the nine murdered at 

Emanuel AME.. Their names: Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, Cynthia Hurd, Susie Jackson, Ethel Lee 

Lance, DePayne Middleton-Doctor, Clementa Pinckney, Tywanza Sanders, Daniel Lee Simmons, Sr., 

and Myra Thompson.  Their lives cannot have been in vain. Their work and the work of all those that 

came before us cannot be left to gather dust because we are too afraid to acknowledge the privilege that 

many of us have in this country solely due to the color of our skin.  

We've made a promise and the grace of God and Jesus Christ with fill us as we work to equality, 

true equality for all God's people.  
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